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GAO Tells Davis, Waxman: 2004-2005 Flu Season
Underscores Need for Better Preparation

HHS Secretary Leavitt to Testify at Friday Hearing

Washington, D.C. – Today Government Reform Chairman Tom Davis (R-VA) and
Ranking Minority Member Henry Waxman (D-CA) released a new GAO report that
examines the actions taken at the federal, state and local levels to ensure that high-risk
individuals had access to influenza vaccine during last year’s flu vaccine shortage and
provided an analysis of lessons learned.

  According to the GAO report, while the federal government has initiated actions
to address future vaccine shortages, it’s too early to gauge the effectiveness of
coordination among federal, state and local governments.

“Last year’s flu season highlights the important need for better preparation by the
various stakeholders.  Given the recent spread of avian flu across the globe, this report
raises the urgent question of whether the U.S. is prepared to deal with the threat of a flu
pandemic,” said Chairman Davis.  “This week, President Bush unveiled the National
Strategy for Pandemic Influenza, which stresses preparedness and communication,
surveillance and detection, and response and containment as the key strategies for
combating the spread of pandemic flu.”

“At tomorrow’s hearing, we will question HHS Secretary Leavitt as to the
adequacy of this plan and whether or not we have truly learned the lessons from last
year’s flu season,” added Davis.  “Experts have projected that more than half a million
Americans could die, and over two million could be hospitalized in the event of a U.S.
pandemic flu outbreak.  We must know whether we’re ready for prime time.”

“Good planning is essential for any health emergency — whether a severe vaccine
shortage, a major hurricane, or an influenza pandemic,” said Rep. Waxman.  “While the
new strategy announced by President Bush contains some important measures, the
strategy has an Achilles heel:  inadequate support for state and local preparation for a
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potential pandemic.  Our public health infrastructure is fragile.  Without a serious
commitment of resources to allow state and local governments to implement emergency
plans, we will continue to face the challenges we faced during the flu vaccine shortage."

GAO concluded that a number a lessons emerged from the federal, state and local
response to the 2004-05 shortage.  The primary lessons fall into three categories:
planning, timely action, and communication.

• Limited contingency planning slowed response.  CDC did not have a
contingency plan in place that was specifically designed to handle a
significant vaccine shortage.  The lack of such plan led to delays and
uncertainties on how to best ensure access to vulnerable population and
priority groups.

• Unless expedited, actions to boost available supply may have little effect.
Efforts to boost the flu vaccine supply came too late after demand for the
vaccine had already waned.  The federal government did not procure
additional flu vaccine from foreign sources until December 2004 and January
2005—long after demand for the vaccine had subsided.  As a result, over 1.5
million doses of foreign vaccine purchased by HHS went unused and federal
dollars were wasted.

• Effective response requires both clear and consistent communication.
Despite strong efforts by CDC, a lack of coordinated communication and
inconsistent messages contributed to delays and confusion.  State and local
health officials expressed frustration with the dissemination of information
and the limited access to the Flu Vaccine Finder database.  Many states
revised and updated their recommendations before the federal government did
so.  Additionally, the vaccine shortage turned into a surplus because when the
national campaign communicated the early-season messages to step aside in
favor of priority groups, it did not include a message to come back later when
more vaccine became available.

Copies of the report, “Influenza Vaccine: Shortages in 2004-2005 Season
Underscore Need for Preparation” (GAO-05-984), will be available on the GAO’s Web
site (http://www.gao.gov/).
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